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Marshall, John (1755 – 1835) 
 
John Marshall was the Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court between 1801 and 
1835.  His court opinions during this period provided the foundation for constitutional law in the 
United States and helped move the U.S. Supreme Court into the center of power in the American 
criminal justice system, capable of overruling Congress.  Marshall still remains the longest-serving 
Chief Justice and is known for reinforcing the principle that federal courts are obligated to exercise 
judicial review and must examine laws purported by citizens to violate the U.S. Constitution.  During 
his service, he helped establish the Supreme Court as the final authority on determining the meaning 
of the Constitution in cases and controversies that must be decided by the federal courts.   
Marshall is credited with essentially solidifying the third branch of the federal government, 
the judiciary branch.  In doing this he focused on developing the nation’s federal power in the name 
of the Constitution and the rule of law.  These efforts were unpopular to many and brought about 
great opposition from those who wanted stronger state governments and state control.  His tenure in 
office covered the span of six United States’ Presidents (John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James 
Madison, James Monroe, John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson). 
One of the most important impacts Marshall had on the internal operations of the Supreme 
Court was in changing how decisions were to be handed down and announced.  Prior to his service, 
each Justice would write their own separate opinion (also known as Seriatim Opinion).  He changed 
the process into the practice of having the court hand down a single opinion (the opinion of the Court), 
thus allowing a clear and concise ruling.       
The three previous chief justices (John Jay, John Rutledge, and Oliver Ellsworth) are not 
perceived as having had the impact that Marshall had on the evolving Court.  He is credited with 
giving the U.S. Supreme Court the presence, power, and dignity which would allow it to take is equal 
place against the other branches of government (Executive and Legislative).   
Marshall used Federalist approaches to build a strong federal government over the opposition 
of the Jeffersonian Democrats, who wanted stronger state governments.   By doing this he established 
the Supreme Court as the final arbiter of constitutional interpretation.  This placed the Court as a 
power which could overrule the Congress, the President, the states, and all lower courts if that is what 
a fair reading of the Constitution required. 
While Marshall decided 44 cases in total dealing with constitutional questions, legal scholars 
argue that 4 had the most significant impact during his service.  In Marbury v. Madison (1803), he 
guided the decision that it was the duty of the Court to disregard any act of Congress which the Court 
thought contrary to the Federal Constitution.  In Cohens v. Virginia (1821), his Court held that 
Congress could lawfully pass an act which permitted a person who was convicted in a state court to 
appeal to the Supreme Court of the United States, if he alleged that the state act under which he was 
convicted conflicted with the Federal Constitution or with an act of Congress.  In McCulloch v. 
Maryland (1819), the Court decided that Congress, in the exercise of a delegated power, has wide 
latitude in the choice of means, not being confined in its choice of means to those which must be used 
if the power is to be exercised at all. Finally, in Gibbons v. Ogden (1824), Marshall's Court held that 
when the power to regulate interstate and foreign commerce was conferred by the Constitution on the 
Federal government, the word "commerce" included not only the exchange of commodities, but the 
means by which interstate and foreign intercourse was carried out. As a result, Congress had the 
power to license vessels to carry goods and passengers between the states, and an act of one of the 
states making a regulation which interfered with such regulation of Congress was, pro tanto, of no 
effect. These cases essentially established the Supreme Court as the final interpreter of the 
Constitution.  
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Marshall had the ability to be a judge more than simply a statesman.  He felt that his 
responsibility was not only to decide many historical constitutional questions properly, but also to 
ensure that the people of the United States should be convinced of the correctness of his interpretation 
of the Constitution.  His opinions, therefore, had to carry to those who studied them, a conviction that 
the Constitution, as written, had been interpreted according to its evident meaning.  When discussing 
his rulings, he stated that he simply used logic in making his determinations.  He believed that one 
should look at the question at issue, the guarantees of the U. S. Constitution, and allow the inexorable 
rules of logic to do the rest. In doing so he delivered decisions that were simple, clear, and dignified.  
 Being an author and family man were two other activities on which he worked equally hard.  
Being an admirer of President George Washington, he published a 5 volume biography entitled, “Life 
of Washington.” Marshall used this biography of Washington to discuss the history of the American 
colonies and to reiterate his federalist ideals.  His home and family were in Richmond, Virginia.  
While he was never viewed as being religious and never joined a church, he did help several churches 
in his hometown build several memorials to lost members.  Given his professional responsibilities, 
he was required to live in Washington, DC for a three month annual term and additional weeks while 
serving as a circuit court judge in Raleigh, North Carolina.     
In 1923, his outside interests led him to becoming the first president of the Richmond branch 
of the American Colonization Society, which was dedicated to resettling freed American slaves in 
Liberia, on the West coast of Africa.  In 1829, he was a delegate to the state constitutional convention.  
During his service as a delegate, he spoke strongly to promote the necessity of an independent 
judiciary.  Mary Willis Ambler, his wife of 49 years, died on December 25, 1831.  Marshall’s ailing 
health was exacerbated by the stress of this event and he died in July, 1835 at the age of 79, having 
served as the Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court for over 34 years. 
 
See Also: Federalism, balance of power between federal government and states’ rights, enumerated 
powers 
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